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EDITORIAL 
IMPRESSIONS ABOUT RELIGION IN THE SOVIET UNION AND YUGOSLAVIA 
From June 8 to 27,  1984 ,  I was the co-leader , along with Paul 
Peachey of catholic University , of a seminar on "Peace and the Human 
Bei ng" held for a group of 22 American academics in the U.S. S.R. This was 
my fifth , and longest , trip to the Soviet Union. Although the purpose of 
the trip was to engage in discussions on the seminar's topic with Soviet 
academics ,  almost a l l  of whom are Marxists , there were occasions for me 
and ot her members of our group to encounter religious people , to attend 
various worship services ,  and to make some observations , superficial as 
they might be, about religious life in the U.S.S.R. The following month I 
went to Yugoslavia , my native country , to deliver a lecture and 
participate in a conference organized by a group of Protestant leaders 
from that country. The purpose was to share the Yugoslav religious 
experience of living under socialism with some clergy from countries 
which have recently embarked on the socialist path , specifically 
Mosambique , Nicaragua , and Cuba. At that time I again had opportunities 
to observe some new devel opments in religious life , which I wish to share 
with the readers. 
From previous experience I have come to the conclusion that , 
excepting A lbania , the two countries , the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia , 
stand at the two ends of the spectrum within Eastern Europe when it comes 
to the state's intervention in religious life. Nothing on this trip 
changed these perceptions. 
Soviet Union. 
I start my observations about the U.S.S.R. with the conviction that 
religious life in that country is a live but under careful scrutiny of the 
government , with many impediments placed upon religious activities. 
Hotel "Cosmos" where we stayed in Moscow is located near a Russian 
Orthodox Church , which is situated in a field with no main street access 
to it. It is an "active" church , in contrast to many "inactive" churches 
which one sees , namely those not at the disposal of the Church for actua l 
worship services. The term "active" and "inactive" frequently emerges in 
vocabu lary as they describe church bui ldings. Many 
(e. g .  a ll churches in and around the Kremlin) , are 
the tour 
"inactive" 
guides' 
churches 
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currently museums, theaters, or are 
A lexeyevskaya Pikhvinskaya Bozhya Mater, 
merely locked up. The church, 
was in good repair and l ooked 
attractive. I went to the 7 a.m. service on Pentecost. The church wal ls 
were decorated with many trees branches and a l ot of cut grass on the 
ground --a Russian O rthodox tradition. Several hundred people came, mostly 
women. Several priests officiated simulta neously, some hearing 
confessions, othe rs preaching (the sermon was on the ten commandments, 
presented in such a way· as to constitute religious education), one 
leading a liturgy. The choir was smal l, mostly consisting of women. A few 
times the entire congregation j oined in singing. 
Pri or to the service an interesting experience took place. I stood 
looking at the iconostasis with my hands fo lded reverently, I thought. An 
older man approached me and sternly adminished me in Russian not to be 
disrespectful; one stands with hands in attention in Orthodox churches , 
he said. Having explained to him that I was an American and meant no 
disrespect, he warmed up and stated that we live in the last of times and 
al l Christians, rega rd less of church membership, must stick together in 
face of adversity. 
This apocalyptic theme was encountered in several other places, most 
specifical ly in a Russian Orthodox Church in Novosibirsk, where a very 
el derly woman approached me--seeing I was a foreigner--and took me to an 
icon of the Last Judgment, showed it to me and started praying for God's 
mercy . Unless she meant that I bel onged in the group of great sinners who 
were vivid ly depicted in the picture as suffering during the j udgment , 
she may have reiterated the theme of these being the end of times. The 
great amount of suffering encountered by church people in the Soviet 
Union as wel l  as the ve ry tense international situation would natu ra l ly 
lend itself to grim apocalyptic expectations. 
OUr entire group also attended a Sunday afternoon service at the 
muin Evangelical Baptist Church in Moscow. We had been announced 
before-hand and were given a chance to meet a church leade r before the 
sr;rvi c e. He stated that the worst times for the chu:r·ch we re ove r, a 
statemt.!nt which coincided with my impressions. He estimated that there 
were 5 1000 Evangelical Baptists in Moscow and about 5001000 in the 
U.S. S. R. 1 and that last year alone they reported over 101000 baptisms. 
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The actual number, he felt, may have been practical ly double, but that it 
is neither in the interest of the church nor the state to keep accurate 
evidence! He felt that the influence of t he Evangel ical Baptists 
specifical ly, as wel l as of all churches in general, was on the increase, 
especially among the intel ligentzia, but, natur a l ly, this is not to be 
found in any books or publications. This coincides with what other 
Evangelical Baptists have claimed, namely, that currently there are far 
more opportunities for their work than in past decades. 
At the ensuing worship services our group, and that of some visiting 
Quakers, was given a warm welcome and specially fine seats on the 
ba lc o ny. Paul Peachey, leader of our group, was asked to transmit 
heartfelt messages and a brief sermon to the congregation. There were 
many young people in the congregation, including, to my surprise, several 
uniformed soldiers, apparently Baptists serving their military duty in 
Moscow. Large choirs (5 0-60 strong) sang beautiful ly. About 2 , 000 people 
were in attendance, tota lly filling not only the sanctuary but the entire 
building, which was much too small for the needs of the church. There 
were three services each Su nday, all crowded . 
Several of our members a lso visited Evangelical-Baptists in 
Novosibirsk (outside the city limits) and in Leningrad. In each case they 
were welcomed by the peop le. One of our members had a strange experience 
when he was repeatedly approached in Leningrad by an old woman who tried 
to p ut something into his hands, it seemed to him to be money. After 
repeated refusals, he accepted the paper, only to realize later that 
indeed it was money, a lot of it (about 80 rubles, perhaps the woman's 
monthly income) . Naturally he returned the money to the church hoping 
that the o ld woman cou ld be located . What went through her head as she 
did this? One is frequently at loss for adequate explanations in one's 
encounter with Soviet citizens. 
In contrast to Novosibirsk, where there seem to be very few churches 
for a c ity of a million inhabitants, Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, is 
dotted with churches, again not a l l  of which are active. It seems that 
religious life is more vigorous, or perhaps more publ ic in Tbilisi than 
in the other cities which we visited . 
We almost had a reception with the Patriarch of the Georgian 
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Orthodox Church on a very short notice, but his schedule did not allow 
it. We did participate in a service conducted by him, a number of 
bishops, and a large number of clergy on a week-day evening. The 
patriarch and bishops processed from his residence to the church on a red 
ca rpet with many people looking on in admiration. Many children were 
present at the service; but practically all age groups were well 
represented, with many families coming together. Three choi rs--one mixed 
(conducted by a young woman), one female, and one male--sang a most 
beautiful ancient liturgy, which lasted between three and four hours. The 
chu rch was filled and everyone participated enthusiastically. The priests 
seem to be held in high esteem. We visited this church at other times and 
there always seemed to be people worshipping despite scaffolds inside. We 
also visited several times an Armenian Apostolic Church and found it 
open. 
In the same vicinity is one of the two Jewish synagogues of Tbilisi. 
In front of it were a number of men with yarmulkas, hanging around in a 
manner reminiscent of other churches, which likewise seem to have 
adherents gathered for socializing. This synagogue, Sephardic in 
di stinction to the Ashkenazi one we did not visit, had two exquisitely 
decorated sanctua ries, the more beautiful of the two on the second floor. 
Though several of us just dropped in from the street, we were cordially 
greeted, and were shown the many Torah scrolls and told that services are 
extremely well attended . ( I  would estimate that nearly 3 ,000-4 , 000 people 
could fit into the two sanctuaries). On the walls there were some 
bookcases with what seemed very old books. The Georgian Jewish community 
is very ancient, though more recent settlers also abound. Upon discrete 
inquiry we were told that they are not hassled by the local population 
and that they receive a number of visits by American Jews. 
In Leningrad some of our members visited the Evangelical-Baptist 
church, mentioned before, while others went to a Roman Catholic mass (and 
found it well attended but very traditional). I attended an O rthodox 
service co-celebrated by several priests, some very young (it seemed they 
were professors and stu dents from the nearby Leningrad Theological 
Academy) . I had arranged a meeting at the Leningrad Theological Academy 
where we were received by two of the priests, who were professors. Of 
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particular significance was the information that their enrollment 
practical ly doubled in recent years {it has increased in all three 
seminaries) because the authorities al low them the use of an additional 
building. They have a total of about 450 students, and are divided into 
the r egular seminary, a music department for choir leaders {now for the 
first time in history also admitting women) and a graduate program for 
training f uture professors and church leaders. The library struck me as 
inadequate for their needs. The publ ishing activities of churches in the 
Soviet Union are severely l imited {to my know ledge there are only two 
Orthodox publications , Zhurnal Moskovskoi Patriarchii and the Leningrad 
Academy's annual Bogoslovskiye Trudy, and the Evangel ical-Baptists' 
Bratskiy Vestnik) while books from abroad cannot be received easily. I 
arranged for an exchange between Bogoslovskiye Trudy and the Journal of 
Ecumenical Studies hoping that their library will be al lowed to receive 
it. 
Several of us also went to visit the Museum of the History of 
Rel igion a nd Atheism at the former Kazan Cathedral, a tru ly splendorous 
church building, 
The mus eum had 
now "inactive " ,  as is the largest church, St. Isaac's. 
been s howing crudely anti-religious disp lays {e.g. 
inquisitorial tools for torture of heretics), but Religion in Communist 
Lands {Mark El liot, "the Leningrad I"iuseurn of the History of Religion and 
Atheism" in Vol. 11, No. 2 {Summer 198 3) , pp. 124-129) pointed out 
definite improvements. I ndeed the disp lay was not abusive though, 
naturally, it was biased toward atheism. In many instances the 
descriptions under pictures , statues, implements, etc. was informative 
rather than tendentious. There was some comparison between prerevolu­
tiona�y religious practices which were described as negative {e.g. 
exploitation of the poor by a rich church) and present forms of religious 
practice in the U.S.S.R. which were characterized as patriotic. I wou ld 
have thought that people wou ld need to be prodded to go to such a museum, 
but that was not the case. There was a l ong quee at Kazan Cathedral, j ust 
as there is one in every museum and galery in the U.S.S.R.! Peole were 
respectful, with no audible pro-religious or anti-religious remarks which 
I could discern. It is my impression of the Soviet Union that the vast 
bulk of the Soviet popu lation under present circumstances is neither pro 
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nor anti-religious. 
Yugoslavia. 
For years now the Yugoslav state has eased off its pressures upon 
religious groups, and has given the churches the permission to hold their 
services unobstructed and publish many church publications (they still 
continue to mushroom, both in period ical and book form, domestic and 
translations from abroad } . While in the Soviet bookstores one may find 
only anti-religious atheist propaganda, 
pa radox that the central bookstore of 
in Belgrade there is a happy 
the League of Communists of 
Yugoslavia, in addition to many books on religion by Marxists, many of 
which are definitely scholarly and not hostile, offers Bibles, the 
Qur'an, the Talmud, and books written by theologians! This is true of 
other bookstores around the country . 
After Tito' s death there is still much quiet political fermentation, 
mostly of the liberalizing kind, accompanied by great economic problems. 
This creates a situation of expectation and some anxiety . In some 
respects the authorities are more eager to know what takes place in the 
churches and try to implement some laws which had not been enforced 
strictly before. For instance in the past it was possible for foreign 
visitors to speak in churches unannounced beforehand to the local Council 
on Church Affairs. Now a fifteen day advance notice is necessary. The 
Mosambiquan, Cuban, and Nicaraguan visitors to the conference in Belgrade 
expressed the desire to visit a Methodist church but the minister did not 
dare to let even the Cuban Methodist bishop speak, simply because there 
had not been advance notice. This was the case also with me in the 
Methodist congregation in which I grew up. If there had been a 15 -day 
advance notice there would have been no problem. So, there is tightening 
up in some respects. Also from time to time in the press there are 
broadsides at religion, in particular the Roman Catholic Church 
(irresponsible journalistic labels of clero-fascist, clero-nationalistic 
trends} and the fundamentalists Muslims, and less frequently the 
Orthodox. The Roman catholic publications, however, have not been 
intimida ted by this but vigorously critique such attacks with the result 
that the reg ime criticises but also respects that church more· than 
others. The Roman catholics have openly lamented the fact that religious 
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people are second class citizens (one Roman Cathol ic bishop even 
publ ica l ly stated that they a re treated as twenty-second class 
citizen s! ) . 
The conference in Belgrade, held July 20-22, 1984, was televised by 
the Belgrade TV station! A professor of Belgrade UuivE'rsity is serving as 
a consu ltant to the Belgrade •rv which is preparing six o r  mor·e programs 
on the sma l l  churches of Yugoslavia for· this fa ll. My understanding is 
that the program aims at g iving an obj ective picture of these churches, 
rather than attack ing them . The speakers at the conference, mostly 
Baptists and Pentecostals, surprised me w ith thei r  education, breath of 
international experience, their fluency in Engl ish, and good c ritical 
thi nk ing. Some are ful l  time in church work, others have additional 
secular jobs. The minister of the Belg rade Baptists church, for instance ,  
is also emp loyed b y  the larges·t Yugos lav newspaper "Pol itika " and was 
given time off to host the conference, though he continued to put in 
several hours dai ly at his secular j ob. Some years ago no cle rgymen could 
have held such a respons ible publ ic position. 
Thi s  P rotestant confe rence, >vhich was ably co-ordinated by Jerald 
Shenk , an American Mennonite fraternal worker ,  formerly stationed in 
Yugos lavia, was greeted by a Serbian Orthodox B ishop, Dan ilo K rstic (who 
managed to uphold that the Orthodox Church is the only true church and 
who took a few sw ipes at "Geneva-type ecurnenism") and by the heads of the 
Serbian State and the Belgrade C ity Counc il for church Affa i rs. The 
latter two, both Communist officials, were friendly in greeting the 
confe rence, lauded the work of Yugoslav churches, and even made small 
admissions of former mistakes on the part of the government. They gave 
the impressi on of d isarming frankness, but, in fact , were not entirely 
ca ndid about some of the tensions between church and state, though they 
alluded to difficulties with the Roman Cathol ic Chu rch. It was 
interesting that the one from the City Council on Church Affa i rs stated 
that there is no poss ible Christian-Marxist dialogue on worl dv iew issues 
despite the fact that such dialogue did indeed take place in Yugoslavia , 
and that some Ch ristians at the conference, in addition to the present 
wr iter, energetical ly countered that such dialogue is fruitfu l and ought 
to be nurtured. He was not taken too se riously. This illustrates the 
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great diversity of views and practices in Yugoslavia. Another official, 
in an other place, may have welcomed theoretical dialogue between 
Chri stians and Marxists. 
Visiting some former school friends, who entered a mixed Orthodox­
Catholic marriage, we found that their teenage children had become 
Seventh-day Adventists, first against parental wishes, now with sceptical 
acceptance. The son was on leave from the army . As long as he had not 
mentioned that he was religious he was treated well in the army. Then 
once he confessed his religiosity to his best buddy in the army, 
immediately the officers f ound out. Tremendous pressure was brought to 
bear upon him, including psychiatric testing. He was released from the 
army in cognizance of his family as a psychicly troubled person. It is 
unc lear whether he will be asked to complete his army stint. The 
daughter, a university student, also stated that it is best if no one 
knows about one ' s religious commitment, otherwise one gets hassled by 
friends and by professors. In any case, both of them testified to the 
vigour of the A dventist Church and shared with me a tremendous amount of 
literature published in Serbo-Croatian by that church. 
I am under the impression that at least some of the Protestant free 
churches have finally succeeded in what they were unable to do in the 
past, namely to indigenize themselves and attract to membership not only 
members of national minorities, but also the main Slavic majorities. The 
pros eli tizing practices of the free churches frequently bring them into 
conflict with the large churches. Ecumenism is still only " skin- deep" in 
Yugoslavia. There is a national council of churches on paper, but it is 
larg ely non- functioning. This is not due to government interference but 
to weaknesses, objective a nd subjective, in the churches themselves. 
Travelling through Yugoslavia, one sees the churches in very good 
repair, practically non of them are " inactive" (unlike in the U. S. S. R. 
the church buildings are the legal property of the churches themselves). 
A good number of newly built churches can be seen, though the issuing of 
permits for new buildings is a thorny problem; e.g. , the probl em of 
issuing a permit f or a new cathedral in Split. 
One does hear complaints by clergy and lay people that religious 
work in Yugoslavia i s  difficult because the atmosphere is antagonistic 
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rathe r  than hospitable. But what seems to be particu larly promising is 
that some young peop le have no qualms about openly admitt ing their 
rel ig iosity. I had the chance to be present at the defense of a diploma 
thes is of a young Pentecostal minister at the B ibl ical-Theo logical 
Institute. He is at the same time a student at the Belgrade University, 
Department of Philosophy. His interview with Hans Kung , during the 
latter's visit to Yugos lavia , was published in a sl ick weekly , Intervju , 
which has a very large circulation. It is my impressi on that religious 
pe ople are not nearly as intimidated as when I was g rowing up in 
Yugoslavi a , but a re less self-conscious ly making their presence and 
witness felt, both in every day l ife and in literature. 
Ref lections 
Rel igious freedom is not an al l or nothing proposition. It can be 
measured comparatively, or in ter:ms of one's own historical expe rience. 
When measured comparatively ,  there is little freedom for rel ig ious 
institutions in the Soviet Union or Yugoslavia compared to , for instance, 
the United States or Finland. Comparatively there is much more rel ig ious 
freedom in Yugoslavia than in the Soviet Union. But in v iew of the 
history of each of these cout ries , many people tend to be satisf ied with 
the present s ituation because it is an improvement over the very 
represi ve earl ier pe riods. Certa in churches, especially the free 
churches, have more legal recognit ion now than prior to the Communist 
take-over. 
Many or most religious people are not satisfied w ith their existence 
in societies which are knm·m to be hosti le to the m ,  yet they a re 
nevertheless hopefu l  about being able to work ou·t an authentic Christian , 
Jewish, o r  Muslim l ife-style under Le:1inist condi·cions. l<lany have a 
distinct sense of mission and some regret that the inner weaknesses of 
the church does not allow for a rrore ambitious and cou rageous use of t he 
increased opportunities for mission or witness to their own identity. 
They do not need our lamentation about their sorrowf ul state; they need 
our interest and involvement, as wel l  as truthful reporting and 
c ritique. We in turn can prof it from w itness ing their fortitude , 
endurance , and abi l ity to adapt themselves to drastica l ly changed 
conditions. 
ix 
Flat statements that there is religious freedom or there is no 
religious freedom are meaningless. It would be of great help if the 
secular press or the anti-Communist religious right wing would stop 
exploiting such statement f or their own selfish purposes. 
The process of secularization has gone far in both the U.S. S. R. and 
Yugoslavia. Non-church-goers far outnumber church-goers. Many people live 
lives untouched by religious practices or concerns. Does this mean that 
atheist propaganda has succeeded? In many cases it undoubtedly has. One 
meets young people in both societies who are astonished that a 
well-educated person believes in God . To the question why they do not 
believe in God , the answer is usually, " that is the way I have been 
taught and I never really reflected about it. " (This is an answer not too 
different from what many teenagers and students in the west give to the 
question why they do b elieve in God . )  But is sec ularization an 
unqualified success f or atheist propaganda? Hardly so, f or many 
Communists bitterly complain that the newer generation have none of the 
revolutionary ardor which they had; that they have become apathetic, 
cynical, consumer and pleasure-oriented. Most of them have no enthusiasm 
for either religion or atheism. One wonders �ho is the ultimate loser in 
the struggle f or souls? Neither Marxism- Leninism nor religious groups can 
smuggly claim that the future is theirs. 
Paul Mojzes, Editor 
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